
Under Secretary of Defense
(Acquisition and Technology) 
Sets New Standards for the
Defense Acquisition Workforce

J
acques S. Gansler, Under Secretary of De-
fense (Acquisition and Technology)
(USD[A&T]), has issued a broad new pol-
icy requiring all defense acquisition per-
sonnel to engage in the equivalent of 80

hours of continuous-learning activity every two
years. The policy applies to approximately
100,000 civilian and military members of the de-
fense acquisition workforce, ranging from sci-
entific and technical personnel to contracting
specialists.

Since 1991, when the Defense Acquisition
Workforce Improvement Act (DAWIA) was
passed by Congress, the DoD acquisition work-
force has enjoyed one of the most comprehen-
sive career development programs in the federal
government. Designed to ensure that acquisition
personnel have the knowledge and skills neces-
sary to perform effectively in multiple defense
acquisition specialties, the DAWIA directed the
department to take certain actions to promote
professionalism of its acquisition workforce.

In implementing DAWIA, DoD established a
process called the “Certification Program”
through which acquisition personnel are recog-
nized as having achieved professional status by
meeting the professional standards of education,
training and experience established for a career
level I, II, or III in any of the 11 acquisition ca-
reer fields. 

The 11 career fields are: program manage-
ment; communications-computer systems; con-
tracting, including construction; purchasing;
industrial/contract property management; sys-
tems planning, research, development and en-
gineering; test and evaluation; manufacturing,

production and quality assurance; acquisition
logistics; business, cost estimating and financial
management; and auditing.

The certification standards include success-
ful completion of mandatory training courses
addressing the competencies required to per-
form acquisition functions in these career fields
at each of the three levels. Although the manda-
tory acquisition training courses are updated on
a regular basis, DoD acquisition policy officials
became concerned that the rapid pace of change
and reengineering was outstripping employees’
ability to stay abreast of acquisition reforms and
new business practices. Of particular concern
were acquisition specialists who had completed
mandatory certification training in prior years,
but had not attended additional training in the
interim.

The USD (A&T) subsequently directed the
development of a comprehensive continuous
learning policy to help acquisition personnel to
stay current, and to meet performance expecta-
tions in a rapidly evolving work environment.
Titled “Reform Through Learning: USD (A&T)
Policy on Continuous Learning for the Defense
Acquisition Workforce,” the resulting document
was developed with the participation of some 50
DoD components, including the military ser-
vices and defense agencies, and is among the
most far-reaching and comprehensive frame-
works for employee development and lifelong
learning in the federal sector.

Although focused principally on those em-
ployees who have completed certification re-
quirements for the positions they hold, the policy
applies to all members of the acquisition work-



force. All personnel are required to annually as-
sess their needs for training and development,
and prepare an individual development plan in
consultation with their supervisors. Acquisition
personnel who have not yet been certified for the
positions they hold are required to focus their
development plan on completing the mandatory
education and training requirements, and on
participation in on-the-job learning activities to
practice and broaden their skills.

Acquisition personnel who have achieved cer-
tification for the positions they hold are required
to engage in “continuous learning” activities,
earning a minimum of 80 points every two years.
Designed to respond to the USD (A&T)’s call
for “more systems thinkers and good managers,”
the policy provides a systematic approach to em-
ployee development by augmenting the existing
standards for education, training and experience,
and adding new dimensions in leadership skills
and participation in professional activities.

Hence, employees may stay current and earn
their 80 points in a variety of ways by engaging
in formal and informal learning, and experien-
tial and professional activities, including:

• Participating in training and conferences fo-
cusing on Acquisition Reform subjects and
emerging acquisition policies and practices.

• Taking cross-training in other acquisition spe-
cialties or higher levels of certification training
in their own career fields to broaden and ex-
pand their competencies.

• Engaging in training, addressing one or more
of the leadership competencies identified in
the OPM Leadership Effectiveness Inventory.

• Enrolling in undergraduate and graduate level
courses in the scientific, technical or business
disciplines underpinning acquisition fields.

• Engaging in experiential learning, and rota-
tional and developmental assignments to prac-
tice new skills or gain multi-functional
experience.

• Participating in professional activities such as
teaching, speaking, publishing or pursuing
professional certifications or licenses.

• Maintaining active membership in professional
organizations related to acquisition fields.

Developmental guides have been designed for
each career field to serve as a roadmap for em-
ployees to follow in tailoring and individualizing
their activities. Personnel can use these guides
to plan learning activities that are both congru-
ent with the education, training and experience
enhancements recommended at appropriate
stages of career progression, as well as support-
ive of their own career goals.

Finally, policy guidelines for awarding point
credits help the employee and supervisor deter-
mine the value of activities undertaken and con-
vert disparate crediting schemes, such as
academic credit, continuing education units and
other types of measures, into a common point
system for crediting employee participation.
When they earn a minimum of 80 points, ac-
quisition personnel will receive a Continuous
Learning Certification, valid for two years, which
is to be renewed on a biennial basis.

Editor’s Note: This press release, published by
the Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Ac-
quisition & Technology) in December 1998, is
in the public domain. To read the full text of “Re-
form Through Learning: USD (A&T) Policy on
Continuous Learning for the Defense Acquisi-
tion Workforce,” visit ACQWEB, the USD(A&T)
Web site, at http://www.acq.osd.mil on the In-
ternet. 


